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Abstract 
Contemporary food consumption in Estonia follows the global trends more intently than ever before. The demands for 
gastronomy are very high. The purpose of this study is to identify factors that influence the experience of gastronomic 
satisfaction. Several aspects have been introduced with the support of literature that is used as the basis for this small scale 
study. The data was gathered through narrative stories written by Estonian undergraduates. They were asked to recall the 
episodes of their best culinary experiences. The factors that influence extraordinary eating episodes, revealed through content 
analysis, are presented as findings in this paper. 
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1. Introduction 
Any meal preparation is a creative process. One can not prepare meals in fear, following the recipe, as the 
outcome is influenced by the mood, day, ingredients and many other factors. (Talumees, 2011; p.7) 
Tiina Talumees, an Estonian fashion designer, uses colour emotions in her book to tell the story about what it 
is in the world that is most important for her – love for nature, people, food and clothes. Her book, “12 Colours: 
Food and Fashion (2011)”, is a great inspiration for every cook that appreciates good, perfectly presented food. 
As Talumees loves the play of colours, she took up the challenge to develop menus (e.g. for a four-course dinner) 
and costumes based only on colours. Thus, wearable and appetizing colour experiments meet between the covers 
of her book to create a perfect combination. (p.7) 
It took a long time before Estonians embraced this kind of perfection in cooking. If one were to consider what 
was eaten in the past, one would have to admit that the food was monotonous and poor (Piiri, 2006; p.11). 
Luxury and artistic presentation were not the issues in the past when Estonians needed to skimp on food. In those 
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days food only meant one thing: a full stomach kept one alive and gave one the strength one needed to do the 
demanding farm work. (Kirikal, 2006; p.9)  
Contemporary food and drink consumption in Estonia follow the global trends more intently than ever before. 
The demands from gastronomy as an art form are very high. (ibid; p.3) The changes in our life practices have 
made everything to do with food more open, adventurous and creative. Cooks are a curious bunch and Estonians 
like to travel. (ibid; p.11) New ideas for cooking and presenting food on plates are not just the priority of 
restaurant chefs any more. Modern home chefs take on more and more challenges when preparing food for their 
families and friends. Gastronomy has become a tool to utilize one’s creative self-expression; it gives satisfaction 
and enjoyment.  
Although new trends find followers, the traditional Estonian cooking has retained its value. The latter is still 
highly appreciated and enjoyed. Local recipes are rediscovered, and often traditional Estonian ingredients are 
combined with global trends to create innovative dishes. Even more, besides the interaction between ingredients, 
gastronomy provide also ground for social interaction, and it makes the world accessible to ordinary people in 
ways that other things do not do (Caldwell, 2009). 
There are different approaches to define gastronomy. Three approaches are introduced in this paper, each of 
them highlights new aspects that are hidden in this definition. First, gastronomy is fine cuisine; it is a heritage 
created by generations of chefs and the result of a delicate process (Geyzen et al, 2012; p.51). Accordingly, 
gastronomy is the area for restaurant chefs and gourmets, for a small circle of enjoyers that take pleasure in 
extraordinary eating episodes. Second, gastronomy is interested in the physical characteristics of food (such as 
quality) and seeks for a deeper understanding of eating episodes (von Knorring, 2008; p.41). The latter aspect of 
gastronomy was introduced already in the 4th century BC when the Greek rhetorician Archestratus wrote his 
poem Gastronomy, depicting food as a source of inspiration and pleasure (Kirikal, 2006; p.13). Words such as 
quality and pleasure open the meaning of gastronomy and make the circle of enjoyers bigger. Third, gastronomy 
is part of the culture. It consists of home-made and festive food, as well as traditions which reflect the world 
around us and help us to understand it (von Knorring, 2008; p.14). Now the meaning is even wider, including 
also ordinary people in the circle of food lovers, and making it possible for everyone to enjoy the food in their 
everyday lives. Although the circle of enjoyers is wide, the quality and value of good food retains its importance. 
The third approach to gastronomy serves as the basis in this paper. Gastronomy is taken as a living tradition that 
is always changing, yet available to everyone who appreciates good food. Food preparation is a creative activity 
of making food, in its best and most beautiful form, a piece of art (von Knorring, 2008; p.14). It is a piece of art 
that enables the eater to get aesthetic experiences while eating. Gastronomy is an art, like music or drama, with 
impermanent, fragile moments (ibid; p.38). It is the moment of perfect harmony when feelings and senses merge 
into one magnificent experience (ibid; p.7). Then the eating episode ends and the eaters are left with gastronomic 
satisfaction. 
2. Purpose of Study 
To understand extraordinary eating episodes it is important to identify the factors that influence the experience 
of gastronomic satisfaction. Several aspects have been introduced in the literature. Bisogni et al. (2007) take 
together different factors by presenting eight interacting dimensions of everyday eating and drinking episodes. As 
the research was concentrated on the situations in which the eating and drinking occurred, it helps to understand 
how many factors are influencing the eating episode to be memorable and enjoyable. The factors discussed in 
numerous studies have been divided in this paper into three groups: the appearance of food, situational factors 
and individual factors. Physical appearance is frequently expected to be the main factor affecting the liking for 
food as the meal begins with the eyes. Therefore, knowing the basics of plating food is essential. Zellner et al. 
(2010) concentrate namely on the colour and balance of presented food. They point out that the colour enhances 
the attractiveness of the presentation only if the presentation is balanced. Fehrman and Fehrman (2000) take the 
importance of the physical appearance of food even further by concentrating on colour. Colour is seen to 
influence eaters’ emotions, the sense of flavour as well as temperature, weight and space perception. Also Seo 
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and Hummel (2011) confirm that visual cues (such as colour) appear to facilitate flavour discrimination or 
identification. As an example, a higher level of colour intensity may produce stronger odour, taste or flavour 
intensities. 
Another factor that influences the food-liking before it is tasted is food odour. Individuals can easily decide 
whether they like a perceived odour even when they can not identify it. Pleasantness and familiarity of an odour 
are believed to be highly correlated, whereby familiar odours are liked more than unfamiliar ones. (Knaapila, 
2009) Also Jeleń (2011) stresses the importance of smell, and explains how it is sensed. 
Once the food is put into mouth, the flavour is perceived mainly by the senses of taste and smell of it. 
However, flavour perception is always influenced by other aspects, like temperature or tactile perceptions (Jeleń, 
2011; Seo & Hummel, 2011). It has been shown that product and oral temperature influences the perception of 
certain flavour and texture attributes (Engelen & de Wijk, 2012). It is because the physical properties of the food 
change with temperature (Adams and Taylor, 2012).  
Texture is also sensed by the oral contact with the food, in this case with lips, tongue, palate, cheeks and teeth. 
Texture is believed to affect the sensory acceptance or rejection. The taste and the odour of the food are 
considered only after the expectations in texture are met. (Engelen & de Wijk, 2012) In addition, texture 
influences the recognition of food and by that also the liking of the food. Texture is strongly linked to the 
structure of the food (liquid, semi-solid or solid). According to Adams and Taylor (2012), food structure affects 
the way food breaks down during oral processing, and will therefore affect the perception of taste. 
The influences of situational factors on food-liking have been studied in detail. Ogden et al. (2012) 
concentrated on the amount of food consumed in relation to distractions during eating:  driving, watching 
television and interacting socially. Social aspects of eating have also been discussed by Fjellström (2009) and 
Parinder (2009). However, even wider situational aspects have an influence on gastronomy and food enjoyment. 
Geyzen et al. (2012) as well as Caldwell (2009) have stressed the influence of societal and economic challenges 
on food consumption, innovation and experiences. Also, satiety or hunger could be named as aspects that 
influence the food intake and its liking. Keskitalo (2008) was interested in the perception of and the liking for 
sweetness. She supports the logic based on biology that in the state of hunger the hedonic response to foods with 
easily available energy would be elevated. Mood in relation with the colour of the food (Fehrman & Fehrman, 
2000) and with taste preferences (Keskitalo, 2008) has been studied, and it is proved to be influential in food 
consumption. 
While situational factors, which may be influenced by personal experiences, are related with the instant 
moment when eating takes place, individual factors are taken as something more permanent and are often 
influenced by the cultural or family background. The influence of genetic factors on food intake is also revealed 
in research (Keski-Rahkonen, 2004; Keskitalo, 2008). Next to genetics, also gender (due to sex hormones) has a 
role in food liking. As an example, men appear to have a higher preference for sweetness (Keskitalo, 2008).  
In addition to aspects that are given with birth, many factors emerge through experiences during life. 
Familiarity seems to be an important issue. Zeller et al. (2010) has found that due to neophobia, people are less 
willing to try unfamiliar foods. Keskitalo (2008) continues this list by discussing the influences of attitudes and 
preferences for food consumption. Besides, she points out how age influences the preferences in flavour (e.g. 
children and the elderly prefer higher sucrose concentration than young adults). 
Health condition appears to have another big influence on food liking. Taking medications changes the way 
how odour and flavour are sensed. Likewise, health-compromising behaviours (e.g. smoking or frequent alcohol 
use) change the emergence of appetite and eating behaviour (Keski-Rahkonen, 2004). Influences of different 
diseases like ageusia, epilepsy, Alzheimer´s or Parkinson´s have emerged from researches (Keskitalo, 2008; 
Knaapila, 2008). Food liking is also linked with having a dental plate or dentures as these make it harder to eat 
some food. 
Also, socioeconomic status and psychological factors may influence the liking for sweetness (or other taste), 
but no scientific evidence of the contribution of these factors is available (Keskitalo, 2008).  
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3. Methods 
The data in this study was collected through narrative recall stories written by Estonian undergraduates with 
the specialization in handicraft and home economics. Due to the specialization all the participants in this study 
where females. Gender comparison was not an objective in this study. Participants where asked to describe one of 
their best eating episodes by explaining what made this experience so memorable. Altogether 22 recall stories 
were gathered for the analysis in this small-scale qualitative study.  
The goal of the recalls was to identify the conceptual framework of the best gastronomic episodes of Estonian 
undergraduates as well as to find out the factors that influence unforgettable eating episodes. 
Content analysis (see Weber, 1990) was used to find factors that influence eating episodes. The analysis of the 
recall stories revealed that factors, which are associated with extraordinary eating episodes, can be opened in 
more detailed way than it was expected before the study. 
4. Findings and Results 
The conceptual framework that emerged from the data analysis brings forth three dimensions that are involved 
in the creation of extraordinary eating episodes (Figure 1). Each dimension - the appearance of food, situational 
factors and individual factors - takes together a cluster of factors that can be used to characterize an eating 
episode. It is important to notice that all of the three dimensions are interdependent. Each dimension is opened 
through converging factors and illustrated with the extracts of the recall stories to demonstrate how participants 
use different factors for characterizing eating episodes. The list of influential factors can be seen in table 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1. Dimensions of eating episodes 
 
Most factors revealed belong to the dimension of the appearance of food. Not surprisingly, flavour was 
described most often (14 times). It was mostly characterized, like “the dish tasted really good”, but the flavour 
was also used in relation to memory (“when recalling the evening, the flavours come to my mind again”). The 
characteristics of the flavour were similar in different stories (good or really good), while the words used to 
describe odour were versatile. The odour was mentioned 11 times, using expressions like “odours were very 
peculiar”, “it (the meat) had a sweet odour”, “delicious odour”, and “the odour was plummy”. Similarly, odour 
was in some cases related to time (“odours reminded me my childhood”) and location (“the smell of the pie 
welcomed me every time I visited her”).  
Colour as a factor was described 9 times with words like “bright”, “modest”, “variegated”, “appetizing” and 
“contrasting”. Also their accordance with the event (“the colours of the food were in accordance with the colours 
of the wedding”) and tableware (“the colours of the food on the pelvis were well-matched”, “tableware enhanced 
the colours of the food “) was stressed. 
The appearance of food is also influenced by how it is served. Tableware was mostly described as “neutral” or 
“beautiful”. Its singularity was stressed in three stories - “similar to the Middle Ages”, “especially suitable for 
Appearance  
of  food 
Individual 
factors 
Situational 
factors 
EATING 
EPISODES 
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sushi” and “finer tableware was used as always during the holidays”. Garnishing the food also appears to be 
influential; it was mentioned several times. The texture of the food was the least noticed or remembered.  
 
Table 1. The frequency of the factors under different dimensions 
 
Dimension Factors Example of the usage 
Appearance of the food 
 
Flavour (14) 
Odour (11) 
Colour (9) 
Tableware (8) 
Texture (3) 
Garnishes (4) 
“The flavour was nice, sweet, cool” 
“The smell was strong but delicate, it made my mouth water” 
“Food choice was colourful, appetizing” 
“The food was beautifully on the round pelvis” 
“Food contained tender and crispy components” 
 “It was garnished so beautifully that I did not dare to eat it” 
Situational factors Environment (27) 
Location (22) 
Social setting (20) 
Context/setting (15) 
Catering  (6) 
“Darkness of the night and dangling candles” 
“We had lunch outside, in a farmstead” 
“A day with good people” 
“I was already very hungry as we had walked in the town for a long time” 
 “Catering was quick and unnoticed” 
Individual factors Context/cognition (16) 
Peculiarity (10) 
Feelings (8) 
“This (graduation) day was very important for me” 
“Eating was expected to happen in complete silence” 
“The feeling that you are welcomed and loved” 
 
The dimension of situational factors takes together aspects that were creating the background for eating 
episodes. A restaurant, a cafeteria or a party with a catering service was recalled the most. A very good eating 
episode at home/at relatives’ place or in the nature was mentioned much less (5 and 4 times, respectively). Eating 
environment was the most described category (27 times). Furnishing (9 times, e.g. “there were wooden tables”) 
and general atmosphere (7 times, e.g. “very nice and cosy”, “not too noisy”) appear to be important aspects. Also 
lightning (“in a dark room, with candlelight”), temperature (“her warm kitchen”) and music (“music was quiet 
and pleasant”) were mentioned in particular. 
The social setting seems to be important as it was pointed out in many recall stories. Principally, it was 
characterized as “a super company” or “a good company”. However, more often it was named “with my family”, 
“with friends”, “with colleagues” as if these concepts already contain the characteristics itself. Catering, as 
another form of socialisation, was also named. A “modest”, “polite”, “unnoticed” and “fast” catering appears to 
contribute to the experience of a good eating episode.  
The context of the eating episode is discussed under two dimensions. The context/setting expresses aspects 
that are situational. The background of this particular episode was often explained in recall stories. These aspects 
were either organizational (e.g. “everybody took some food for the picnic”), explanatory (“in a wedding” or “the 
class reunion”) or explaining the reasons (“I was already very hungry as we had walked in the town for a long 
time”).  
In addition, the context is handled under the dimension of individual factors. In this case, the context is in 
related to individual’s cognition. The recollections such as “I had never been in this kind of place”, “this dish was 
my favourite already in childhood” and “it was a new experience for me” give insight of what the individual 
reasons that made this eating episode so memorable may be. Also, good feelings were expressed in the stories 
(e.g. in relation to freedom “I was allowed to eat everything” or in relation to being connected with food “I 
helped in cooking and serving”). 
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The peculiarity of the eating event was often mentioned (10 times). This category is separated from the 
context/setting as it explains the situation from an individual’s perspective taking into account how certain pre-
agreements. The recollections such as “Eating was expected to happen in complete silence” and “all food was 
prepared in front of the guests” show how certain agreements made the particular eating episode differ from other 
episodes.  
5. Conclusions 
Although the literature review gave a very detailed list of different factors that may influence food-liking, the 
analysis in this study opened dimensions wider than was expected. Surprisingly, many different factors were 
mentioned in recall stories. It is impossible to generalize the findings of such a small study; however there are 
three aspects that could be discussed further. First, it was unexpected that flavour, which is believed to be one of 
the main factors influencing the liking of food, was so poorly characterized in the data. The frequent use of the 
word ‘taste’ confirms its importance; however, it was recalled as good or very good. If the respondents had used 
more words to specify how the flavour was experienced, it would have given a better idea of what kind of role 
flavour plays in extraordinary eating episodes. Based on this research it is not known if the nuances in foods 
flavour are losing their importance in time, or these are not specified already during the experience. 
Second, it would be interesting to study further the aspects related to the location of eating. This study shows 
that episodes in a restaurant and a cafeteria are better remembered compared with eating experiences at home. 
Home environment (and often also home-made food) is familiar and is therefore not felt as extraordinary. 
Everyday cooking and eating is often casual; nice garnishes, better food products, special tableware, a decorated 
environment and extra time are taken for special occasions. That could be the reason for why none of the stories 
explained any eating episode where the storyteller was preparing the food herself (helping in small things was 
mentioned by one storyteller). The best experiences appear to be the ones where many special details, like a 
different environment, beautifully garnished, delicious food and time to enjoy, are interacting with each other. 
Although the importance of having time to eat did not rise as an independent factor from the data, it still seems to 
be a relevant issue in recall stories. Extracts like “we had a lot of time for eating”, “we had good conversation” 
and “everything was prepared for us” confirm that having time to enjoy the food and company while eating is 
important. 
Third, an interesting tendency came out when reading these stories. Certain foods and drinks, like sushi and 
wine, were often mentioned (“we had good wine” and “we had sushi”) as being the symbols of something good, 
something that is loved and is always enjoyed. It seems like flavour, texture, odour or presentation in these stories 
were not important factors and were therefore not opened in detail.  
As this study included only female students it would be interesting to collect more data and include both sexes 
in a study on whether gender plays a role also in other factors besides flavour preferences (Keskitalo, 2008). In 
the Estonian context the influence of history could also be studied. Younger generations have been influenced by 
new global trends and possibilities, and this may have an impact on their food-liking. 
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